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The season of Epiphany in Christianity is not all that it is cracked-up to be; it’s more, much more.  Epiphany is the wild season on the Christian calendar; an expanse of time filled with wise people venturing on long—some would say “crazy”—journeys guided by nothing more than a beckoning star or a captivating mission commended through a vision.  Epiphany is a time in which seekers in religion drop everything to rush to the side of a baby whose birth in Bethlehem ignited hopes of a savior for all people and peace in the world.  Epiphany is a period of holy time in which we hear an elderly man ecstatically singing praises to God and see an elderly woman, whose soul, if not her feet, danced for joy because both had seen the realization of profound hopes, the fulfillment of which they considered a prerequisite to them for being able to die in peace.
Our observance of this season—through interaction with its truth, an embrace of its values, and a celebration of its light—is absolutely crucial to a healthy spirituality.  Why, any epiphany can change our lives.  This epiphany, though, this epiphany in particular, can even alter the direction of our world.
As you know, an epiphany is a moment of insight—a breakthrough in perception and clarity of understanding—an experience in which we see something that we never have seen before that throws light on something about which we wanted or needed to know more.  An epiphany is an “aha” moment, an “Oh, yes!” moment, that leaves us both breathless and energized, laughing and crying, and wanting to ponder what we have found and to take action on what has found us.
The Christian season of Epiphany was inspired by the presentation of the Christ child to the world.  In Jesus, the nature of God was manifest—as much of God as could become a person.  This gift of God, this offering of the Messiah, was to Gentiles as well as to Jews.  The staggering good news of Epiphany was (and is) that the Christ of Christmas is God’s gift to all of humankind; God’s offering of hope and salvation to every resident of this planet.
 
This epiphany—this incredible truth—finds expression through words, music, and images—all of which were recorded in the Holy Scriptures.  A unique star in the sky conveyed a cosmic invitation for all people to meet the Messiah.  Visions by day and dreams by night served as God’s media for propelling people toward an encounter with the embodiment of grace upon grace.  Individuals who had spent their lives reading and meditating on God’s promise of a light for all nations suddenly realized that the light for which they had spent a lifetime hoping was now shining.
  Epiphany is a season of in-breaking light and music breaking-out, a guiding star, a summons to a journey, and an invitation to encounter the realization of the hope of the ages.  But what if no one is paying attention?  What if no one sees the star or looks at the greater light?  What if no one hears the call to pilgrimage?
What if we are so busy bent over a column of figures trying to balance our checkbooks or studying the gains and losses related to our investments that we never look up, we never even see the sky much less the new star seeking to stir wonder in our souls?  What if God calls us to embark upon a pilgrimage of faithfulness the result of which would be the greatest joy of our lives and we are so intent on listening to the wants and desires within us that we never hear the divine voice?  
Epiphany is such a stirring, guiding, dramatic season for the soul; but what if we miss it?  What if we are focused so intently on the immediate and the personal dimensions of our lives that we neither see nor hear the wonderful possibilities of Epiphany?
We face real problems in that regard.  Several pervasive attitudes can hamper our encounter with epiphanies.  The attitudes are common but what they cost us is so uncommon as to defy measurement.   
“I already know everything that I need to know and no one can teach me anything!”  That, my friends, is the articulation of an attitude that, spiritually speaking, qualifies as an epiphany eraser. 
For some strange reason, in the realm of religion generally and often in the name of faith specifically, people lock into a mental vice-grip certain assumptions, beliefs, and even prejudices, elevate them to the status of convictions, and then refuse ever to evaluate, reconsider, or revise them in the light of new information or a new revelation.  Such an attitude retards growth completely and, tragically, allows an individual to hold with dogged certainty to beliefs and ideas that are not even biblically true much less theologically sound.  To think that we need to know no more than we know at the present moment is to pull shades over our minds and to drape our spirits with blinders, thus assuring that no new light ever will reach us.  Why, such an attitude shields its holders even from the light of God.
 
No wonder some people are as passionately committed to error as to truth but unable to tell any difference between the two.  Calling such a problematic attitude a belief seems to excuse ignorance and to justify closed-mindedness.  That attitude and that approach to religion are powerful antidotes to the realization of an epiphany.
A similar judgment applies to the attitude that gives rise to the declaration, “I am way too busy right now to tolerate an interruption or to take on anything new.”  As one executive was heard to say, “If Jesus Christ wanted five minutes of my time right now, I could not give them to him.”  Oh, to be sure, I realize that such an attitude often draws praise as a wise precaution to over-extension.  There is, indeed, only so much that anyone of us can do.  But, what if the interruption seeking attention holds value and promise that are far more important than that which will be interrupted?  What if revelation, new insight, an epiphany, resides in the interruption and we blindly stay faithful to the routine, to the ordinary?
Think of the substance and the spirit of a life that has been made immune to the element of surprise, a life that must not be allowed to deviate from a pre-set plan.  How boring!  But, there is more.  The consequences of a rigid completion of a task may include the loss of ability to dream, the loss of a love, or forfeiture of a diversion that would have resulted in a discovery of monumental proportions.
Then, there is the attitude that a resistance to visions is a sign of strength.  “I don’t pay any attention to dreams and to the vision thing,” a person declares with pride.  Inherent in this declaration is the assumption that to speak of a dream or to work on a vision is esoteric or fanciful and that all that really matters in life is what is tangible, manageable, and measurable.  
“Oh, yes,” I can hear one of the Magi satirically exclaim. “Persons with that attitude never will know the most important dimensions of life because we can’t measure the worth of a relationship or calculate the power of a new idea.  Tell me, please,” the Magi continues, “How practical is love; but what is the value of a life without love?”
Likely a person resistant to visions will squelch generosity and make fun of grace.  Neither generosity nor grace makes sense to such a mindset.  Scoffing at the extravagance of laying gold, frankincense and myrrh at the feet of a baby, the holder of this attitude is satisfied, instead, to write a twenty-five dollar check and give it to some charity in honor of the Christ child’s birth.  “Why, this person,” I can hear the Magi, who speaks up again, say with incredulous disbelief, “This person never would have accompanied us on the journey of a lifetime guided only by a star.  This person easily could miss a meeting with the Christ completely and never really know the God who gave the baby.”  The thought of missing an encounter with God is as chilling as the idea of going on the journey with the Magi is thrilling!
Embedded in the lectionary readings for today is a somber warning. The Isaiah passage read earlier in this service is the text for the Monday of Holy Week.  Think of the implication of the juxtaposition of this text in two different seasons of holiness.  To ignore Epiphany is to risk the possibility of tragedy.  Failure to learn from the light and to walk in the light of Christ and thus to better understand the nature of God sets up the possibility of a person seeking to get rid of God and the ways of God in the name of God.  The people who wanted to kill the adult whom the baby of Bethlehem and the child of Epiphany had become exhibited minds closed to any new truth that conflicted with ancient tradition, a disdain for surprise, and a business-as-usual commitment to the work of religion as they understood it that left no time for them even to consider much less give themselves to any new revelation.  Sincere people who do not pay attention to Epiphany often seek to destroy the best in order not to be distracted from their unexamined ideas about the good.
In T. S. Eliot’s poem “The Journey of the Magi,” the travelers from the east stand before the manger of Christ pondering whether they have witnessed a birth or a death.  They know, of course, that it is a birth.  But, they know as well that devotion to this birth means death for some of their old ways of living.
Should the birth and the epiphany of Christ not bring death to our old ways, our un-Christ-like ways of thinking and acting, we may try to inflict death on the one who was born, claiming all the while a deep devotion to God.  Death is related to the birth of Christ in one way or another—one way that changes our lives for the better forever and one way that allows us not only to reject the life that God desires for us but to reject God.
Do you see?  Do you hear?  All of the magnificent promise of Epiphany can be missed if we are not paying attention.  The light of God shines and we do not see it. The voice of God sounds and we do not hear it.  We live as if God were absent in a world in which God has been revealing the divine nature and will day after day.
In her deeply moving book entitled Encountering God, my good friend Diana Eck explores the spiritual importance of paying attention, fully aware that “staying awake” and “keeping watch” are difficult disciplines for people of action—for people like us.  Diana delves deeply into the experience late in the life of Jesus when he takes three of his disciples with him to the Garden of Gethsemane and asks them to watch while he prays.  According to Matthew, the words of Jesus were, “Stay awake with me” (26:38).  These were Jesus’ most trusted disciples, the ones he wanted with him in his most trying hour.  These disciples were people of courage, boldness, and action who would do and could do anything that Jesus requested of them—anything, that is, except to stay awake, keep watch, and to pay attention for a short period of time.  
Most of you have sat with someone who was ill or grieving or worrying; so, you know the difficulty of watching; it is hard, draining work that requires great discipline.  Though we most always know something to do or to say, we do not always know how to be—to keep alert and to pay attention to what is happening around us.  
 
Thomas Merton said that the spiritual life is “first of all a matter of keeping awake.”  Diana calls developing the capacity for stable attention “the most important of spiritual arts.”  Frankly, devotees of some other religions do much better with this discipline than do Christians.  We are so action-oriented that we have trouble being still, being quiet, and paying attention.  In recent years, many Christians have sought the help of Buddhists and other leaders in Eastern religions to learn how to be quiet and still and pay attention to what God is doing in our midst.  It takes practice to learn to be present with God and to pay attention to God.  But, this discipline is an absolute prerequisite to claiming fully the promise of Epiphany.
The days and truths of Epiphany will make sense only to those willing to experience the wildness of a star-guided journey to a new-born savior, to those responsive to surprise who greet the new with an uninhibited excitement that finds expression in spontaneous prayer, song or dance, to those who instinctively want to give to the God of gifts that which cannot be afforded or replaced, to those who once seeing the light refuse to live in darkness ever again.
It is Epiphany!  The light shines in our lives.  As Albert Schweitzer wrote so beautifully, Christ now comes to us.  Do we see him?  Do we see the light?  Are we even trying to make sense of this “ineffable mystery,” this constant stream of divine light in our midst?  










O God, the light of Epiphany that increases our awareness of the brightness of your glory also brings before our eyes with stark clarity problems, threats, and tragedies that all who see your glory must address with mercy.  While seeking to gaze singularly into the face of Christ, we tend to turn our vision away from scenes that trouble us, challenge us, or invite our compassionate service—scenes in which Christ is most likely to be found in our world.  Forgive us when we do not even want to look into the faces of people in need much less feel the challenge to reach out to them with help.  
In this season of in-breaking light, dear God, remind us that any vision of the divine must include as well a vision of the human.  Imprint upon our consciences the truth that a will to serve you cannot be divorced from a will to serve each other.  
As we stand in the light adoring you, looking realistically at ourselves, and pondering the needs around us, enable us to act with laser-like preciseness translating our adoration of your glory into concrete acts of compassion that alleviate the horrific consequences of personal, social, political, environmental and spiritual tragedy wherever and whenever we encounter it.
As we celebrate the light of Christ, we pray that you will make us the light that the Christ challenged us to become.  Enable us to shine now.  Amen.  
 
 


